Summary &horbar; This study investigated the sulphur amino acid (SAA) requirements of rabbits. Five diets, containing 0.48-0.72% crude SAA, were formulated by supplementing a basal diet with DL -metnionine. The apparent methionine digestibility (%) was 71.4 t 1.1 in the basal diet and 102.9 t 0.9 for DLmethionine, as estimated by the difference method. Feeding trials were carried out using 370 rabbit does and 1 195 weanling rabbits slaughtered at 2-2.1 kg body weight. Milk production was measured in 80 lactations. Carcass traits were determined in 125 rabbits. The dietary SAA content affected several productive traits, such as milk production, parturition interval, growth rate, carcass quality and feed efficiency. When the diets were compared using orthogonal contrasts, a minimum requirement of 0.54% crude or 0.40% digestible SAA was determined. Further responses in performance were observed, however, when the data were analysed by regression methods. The values of crude and digestible SAA for optimal production were, respectively, 0.63 and 0.49% (rabbit does) and, at least, 0.72 and 0.58% (growing rabbits).
INTRODUCTION
The sulphur amino acid (SAA) requirements of rabbits have been studied by several authors (Cheeke, 1971 ; Adamson and Fisher, 1973; Colin, 1975; Colin and Allain, 1978; Spreadbury, 1978; Schlolaut et al, 1981 ; Berchiche and Lebas, 1994) . Practical recommendations vary from 0.45 to 0.63% SAA (as-fed basis). Part of this variation can be explained by differences in the methods used (purified vs commercial diets), the growth rate of the animals (20-40 g/day), the availability of the amino acids from the sources used and the energy concentration of the diets (2 250-2 670 kcal of digestible energy (DE)/kg). The authors know of no previous studies concerning SAA requirements of rabbit does. Furthermore, methionine and cystine digestibilities depend on the source of dietary protein, as in other non-ruminant species. For these reasons, the recommendations should be expressed on the basis of digestible, rather than crude, SAA in the diet.
Current feeding standards for rapidly growing rabbits and highly productive rabbit does recommend (on an as-fed basis) dietary crude sulphur amino acid contents greater than 0.60 and 0.55%, for DE concentrations of 2500 and 2600 kcal/kg respectively (Lebas, 1990) .
The aim of this work was to: i) determine the apparent faecal digestibility of synthetic DL -methionine as compared to that of the methionine in a basal diet; and ii) measure the performance response of highly productive does and growing rabbits to an increase in dietary SAA content, by using five isoenergetic diets (2570 kcal DE/kg) with crude methionine and sulphur amino acids levels ranging from 0.24-0.48 and 0.48-0.72% respectively.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

Diets
A basal diet (diet A) was formulated to meet or exceed all the essential nutrient requirements for lactating does according to Lebas (1990) 
RESULTS
Digesti6ility trial
The dry matter, NDF, protein and energy digestibilities (%) and digestible energy content (kcal/kg, as-fed basis) of the basal diet were (mean ± standard error): 64.9 ± 1.0, 31.6 ± 2.0, 71.8 ± 2.7, 63.5 ± 1.3, and 2 571 ± 57 respectively. The apparent faecal methionine digestibilities (%) in the basal diet and in diet E were 71. where MP = total milk production (kg/lactation), MP max = maximal milk production (g/day), and SAA = crude dietary SAA content (%). According to these equations, the total and maximal milk production would be maximized for crude SAA levels in the diet of respectively 0.66 and 0.63%. However, no significant response of milk production to an increase of dietary SAA content was found beyond a level of 0.61 % (table II) .
A significant interaction (P= 0.004) was found between the type of diet and week of lactation on milk production (table II) . Differences among diets were higher from day 7 up to day 20, which coincides with the period of maximal milk production (fig 1) . ).
However, the type of diet did not affect milk k production in the fourth week of lactation (table II) . (1995) observed an increase in the weight of kidney fat in parallel with an increase in growth rate, when supplementing a SAA-deficient basal diet with different levels of DL -methionine. The higher efficiency obtained for diet A in the collective fattening period might be explained by the lower level of mortality observed for this diet.
The current feeding standards for crude SAA in growing-diets containing 2 570 kcal DE/kg is 0.62% (Lebas, 1990 ). This value is higher than the minimum (0.54%), but lower than the optimal (>0.72%) requirement obtained in this study. Berchiche and Lebas (1994) 
